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The most commonly used measure is the ‘headcount’ ratio - simply the total 
number of poor households or individuals expressed as a ratio of the number of 
all households or individuals. This measures the incidence of poverty. But in the 
quarter of a century after Sen’s (1976) groundbreaking work on poverty 
measurement, more than a dozen new poverty measures have been proposed. 
These measures have their strengths and weaknesses and it is now generally 
accepted that a complete picture of poverty requires consideration of more than 
one single measure. We shall assess a number of key indices of poverty and 
conclude by outlining some useful graphical methods of presenting the various 
dimensions of poverty. 
Axioms of Poverty Measures. 
In the late 1970s, the Nobel prizewinner, Amartya Sen challenged the value of 
the headcount ratio as a measure of poverty. His reasoning went as follows: if 
you take $10 from a person far below the poverty line and give it to someone just 
below the poverty line, the headcount measure of poverty will fall, since the 
recipient will cease to be below the poverty line. But such a transfer (from 
someone poor to someone better off) cannot be thought of as a poverty-reducing 
act. Sen set out a number of desirable properties or axioms that any measure of 
poverty should possess and his celebrated paper in Econometrica in 1976 has 
had a profound impact on the way in which poverty is measured and analyzed. 
We begin by simply listing six essential but reasonable properties (or axioms) 
that poverty measures should possess. When we later review some key 




The measure of poverty should not be affected by changes to non- 
poor incomes that leave the incomes of the poor unaffected. 
Symmetry: 
The measure should be unaffected if two persons switch incomes. 
This clearly implies that our measure requires ‘anonymity’. 



















